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Thinking Ahead 
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highly automatic manufacturer is 
therefore likely to lose a certain 
flexibility which the smaller firm 
will retain. The latter will be able 
to build specials, handle custom 
work, meet deadlines, do rush 
jobs and a host of things that re- 
quire the ability to shift produc- 
tion output on a few minutes’ 
notice. The large automatic plant 
simply will not be able to do this. 

Thus automation may very well 
prove an actual blessing to the 
small businessman who is fast on 
his production and sales feet. 
When a new product, a new ma- 
terial, or a new idea comes along, 
he can develop it and have it on 
the market before the highly au- 
tomated plant can even get the 
plans drawn. 

On the other hand, it is doubt- 
ful if the small businessman can 


exist by making a conventional 
product, in a conventional way, 
to distribute through conventional 
outlets, at his old conventional 
price, if there is an effectively 
automated production system in 
competition with him. Rather, he 
will have to make his living by 
producing the fastest or-the finest, 
not by direct competition. His 
situation parallels that of the in- 
dependent cobbler, who cannot 
compete with the modern shoe 
factory, but who may make a good 
living on custom-tailored shoes. 


* * * 


One point is clear, I think. Al- 
though there are many production 
advantages as a reward — for ex- 
ample, improved quality, lower 
costs, reductions in scrap, and less 
space required for equipment — 
automation means much more 
time, work, and worry for man- 
agement. This is particularly true 


in the early stages of development. 
The question for top management, 
then, is: Shall we buy this much 
trouble; and, if so, shall we buy it 
now? In other words, shall we 
pioneer this thing, or wait until 
it is perfected a bit more? Do we 
want to go through the sweeping 
self-analysis of our business and 
make the basic changes this will 
demand? Can we do it? What is 
it worth to be first? 

I cannot give any answer to 
that kind of question, of course, 
because each management group 
will have to decide for itself. But 
I can offer you the comment of 
one topnotch manufacturing re- 
search man: “The firm that rushes 
into this thing blindly is going 
to lose its shirt. The firm that 
doesn’t go in at all is going to lose 
its market.” 

Thinking ahead, what are the 
needs of business and education 
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Reprinted in part from the inside 
front cover of The Reader's Digest 
for September, 1955. 


ast November The Reader’s Digest published 
L an article about the Tracers Co. of America, 
whose business is locating unclaimed windfalls— 
forgotten bank accounts, legacies, stocks, bonds. 
A few months ago the company’s president, 
Dan Eisenberg, wrote the editors: 

“Reading and counting, reading and counting— 
this has gone on for months. We’re tired, but we’re 
happy. I sometimes refuse to believe it, but as of 
May 1 the tally from your article was 438,000 pieces 
of mail! 

“Our offices are flooded with the most unbeliev- 
able assortment of old stock certificates, dog-eared, 


battered, crumbling, splattered with ink and other 


odd substances, but still readable. At least 15 per- 


cent of those already processed have turned out to 
have value. At this writing, about $200,000 has been 
recovered for these security owners.” 

Particularly heartwarming to Mr. Eisenberg 
were the renewals of old personal associations re- 
sulting from hunts for lost stockholders: “There 


were family reunions galore. Two brothers, sep- 





